Reduced expression of HLA class I and II antigens in colon cancer.
The expression of HLA class I and II antigens was studied by immunohistochemistry in (a) specimens of colon cancer from 25 patients, (b) normal colonic mucosa obtained 5-10 cm away from each tumor, and (c) colonic mucosa from 13 normal individuals. Thirteen of the tumor specimens had normal epithelium adjacent to the cancer, which thus served as an internal control. The expression of HLA class I antigens in colon cancer was dramatically reduced compared to control (P less than 0.0001): undetectable in 28%, diminished in 68%, normal in 4%. The expression of class II antigens was also reduced in cancer (P less than 0.0001 for all when compared to normal), being undetectable in most (HLA-DP 64%, HLA-DQ 72%, HLA-DR 68%). In 44% of the cancers all three HLA class II antigens were undetectable; in 92% at least one class II antigen was undetectable; and in 20% both class I and class II antigens were undetectable. No cancer specimen had a completely normal HLA phenotype. The expression of other surface antigens was preserved in cancer tissues and, therefore, loss of HLA antigens was not due to a nonspecific decline in surface molecules. When glands of normal mucosa immediately adjacent to cancer were compared to those of normal controls, significantly reduced expression of only HLA class I antigens (P = 0.0149) and HLA-DP (P = 0.034) was found. The expression of the HLA antigens in colonic mucosa remote from the cancer was no different from that of normal controls. Our data show extensive and significant reduction in the expression of HLA antigens in colon cancer; its potential relationship to immunosurveillance in cancer is discussed.